
 

Compensation Equity Psychology 
The Psychology of the Pay Gap 

Why equally or more qualified female candidates are often offered less — the underlying mechanisms and the 

structural fixes that interrupt them 

 

Principle: Qualifications and experience determine salary, period. 

Challenge: The gap between what equally or more qualified male and female candidates are offered is rarely the 

result of one deliberate decision. It is usually several distinct psychological and structural mechanisms stacking 

on top of each other. Understanding them separately matters because each one calls for a different fix — a 

bias-awareness session alone will not fix a salary-history-anchoring problem, and a salary band alone will not fix 

a negotiation-backlash problem. 

 

Part 1 — The Underlying Mechanisms 

1. Salary history anchoring 

When employers ask about current or previous salary and use it to set an offer, they mechanically carry forward 

whatever gap already existed in that person's earnings history. Since women are statistically more likely to be 

underpaid in prior roles, this single practice compounds the gap forward, career after career — it is not a 

judgment about the candidate in front of them, it is a carried-over artifact of history.  

2. The negotiation backlash effect 

Research by Hannah Riley Bowles and colleagues (Bowles et al., 2007) found a genuinely asymmetric dynamic: 

when men negotiate for more money, they are generally seen as appropriately assertive; when women negotiate 

the same way, they are often penalized socially — seen as pushier, less likable, harder to work with — even by 

people who explicitly endorse gender equality. This shapes the gap in two ways: women learn, correctly based 

on real social cost, to negotiate less often or less assertively, and even when they negotiate identically to a man, 

evaluators respond to it more negatively. 

3. “Think manager, think male” and competence assumptions 

Decades of research in industrial psychology, beginning with Virginia Schein's foundational studies (Schein, 1973) 

and replicated many times since, found that when people picture a successful manager, the traits that come to 

mind cluster much more closely with stereotypically male traits (assertive, decisive, competitive) than 

female-coded ones (collaborative, nurturing) — even among people who do not consciously endorse gender 

stereotypes. This shapes hiring and pay decisions upstream of any negotiation, since identical qualifications can 

unconsciously read as slightly more convincing coming from a male candidate. 
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4. Statistical discrimination based on assumed life trajectory 

Employers sometimes make an unstated, often unconscious actuarial guess that women are more likely to take 

extended leave, reduce hours, or leave the workforce for caregiving, and discount expected long-term value or 

negotiating leverage accordingly, even when the specific candidate has given no indication this applies to them. 

This connects to the well-documented “motherhood penalty” (mothers rated as less competent and committed, 

offered lower salaries in controlled studies) versus the “fatherhood bonus” (fathers often rated as more stable 

and committed, sometimes offered higher pay), found in experimental and audit studies such as Correll et al. 

(2007). 

5. Assumed price sensitivity 

A more implicit mechanism: employers may unconsciously anticipate that a female candidate is statistically less 

likely to negotiate hard or walk away from a lower offer, and price the initial offer accordingly — an unconscious 

risk calculation about how much negotiating friction the offer will generate, shaped by aggregate patterns rather 

than anything about the individual candidate. 

6. In-group favoritism and comparison bias 

In male-dominated fields such as mining and construction, hiring managers, who are disproportionately male, 

tend to unconsciously rate candidates who remind them of themselves, or of people who have succeeded in the 

role before, as a better “fit.” Because the historical pool of successful people in the role skews male, this quietly 

advantages male candidates in both hiring and compensation decisions, independent of actual qualifications. 

 

Part 2 — Structural Fixes That Interrupt Each Mechanism 

Mechanism Structural fix 

Salary history anchoring Ban salary history questions in interviews and applications and 

base offers on role, level, and market data instead of a candidate's 

prior pay. 

Negotiation backlash Use structured, non-negotiable (or narrowly-banded) offer ranges 

tied to the role, so the outcome depends less on who negotiates 

hardest and more on a consistent standard applied to everyone. 

“Think manager, think male” Train hiring managers on this specific research finding by name, 

rather than generic diversity training. 

Statistical discrimination / 

motherhood penalty 

Standardize evaluation criteria in writing before interviews begin, 

and use structured scoring rubrics rather than open-ended 

impressions, which reduces room for assumptions about life 

trajectory to influence the number. 
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Mechanism Structural fix 

Assumed price sensitivity Present the same opening offer approach to all candidates for a 

given role and level, removing case-by-case discretion about how 

much room to leave for negotiation. 

In-group favoritism / fit bias Use structured, standardized interview questions and multiple, 

diverse interviewers rather than a single manager's subjective “fit” 

assessment. 

 

Part 3 — Negotiation Coaching That Accounts for the 
Backlash Asymmetry 

Advice to “just negotiate more” without acknowledging the real social cost documented in the research above 

can leave women worse off, not better — coaching needs to account for the asymmetry itself, not just encourage 

the same tactic used by men. 

•​ Relational framing reduces, but doesn't eliminate, backlash. Framing a request around organizational or 

team benefit (“this will let me take on X”) rather than purely personal gain has been shown to reduce the 

backlash effect in some studies, without eliminating it entirely (Bowles & Babcock, 2013). 
•​ Anchor requests in external data, not personal need. Bringing market-rate data as the basis for a request 

shifts the conversation from a personal ask to an objective standard, which is harder to read as pushy. 
•​ Use sponsors to advocate directly. A sponsor or manager who advocates for the increase on a woman's 

behalf sidesteps the direct backlash risk of self-advocacy entirely — connecting to the sponsorship strategies 

in the companion Career Advocacy Toolkit. 
•​ Leadership should actively watch for and name backlash when it happens. If backlash occurs despite 

reasonable, well-framed negotiation, name it as a bias pattern in performance conversations rather than 

accepting it as a fair assessment of the person's approach. 

Version [X]  —  Reviewed [Month/Year]  —  Companion to the Career Advocacy Toolkit and Closing the Authority Gap documents in this 

series 
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